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Adorno’s Listening to Stravinsky - Towards a Deconstruction of Objectivism1 
 
Misunderstandings 
 
“Ich wünschte mir, wenn ich das gestehen darf, es würde der Strawinsky-teil ebenso sorfgältig 
gelesen wie der über Schönberg”, Adorno sighs in his article “Missverständnisse”2. In 1950, 
Adorno wrote this short article as a reply to Walter Harth, who apparently misunderstood his 
Philosophie der neuen Musik as a choice pro Schönberg and contra Stravinsky. Whether Adorno’s 
wish has already been fulfilled, remains questionable. While books have been written on his chapter 
on Schoenberg, the literature on his Stravinsky-section is much less bulky. The reason for this may 
lie in the fact that Adorno presents a less comprehensive and systematic discussion of musical 
parameters in his tome on Stravinsky than in the section on Schoenberg. Rather, he seems to 
analyze Stravinsky’s music from a psycho(patho)logical frame of mind, which is not 
uncontroversial.3 E.g. Marsh complains that Adorno has done little effort to analyze Stravinsky’s 
works technically, that he pulls stories from their context and that it is possible to listen to and to 
interpret works like Petrushka (1910-11), Le Sacre du Printemps (1913, hereinafter: Sacre) and 
l’Histoire du soldat (1919) in a different way than Adorno has done.4  
 
Even if Marsh’s analysis were right, one could hardly afford to neglect one side of Adorno’s 
dialectical thinking, or in this case to not pay attention to Adorno’s analysis of the music of 
Stravinsky. This is especially the case since many researchers5, including Marsh6, still interpret 
Adorno’s Philosophie der neuen Musik as a “preference for a dissonant Schoenberg over a 
consonant Strawinsky”. Admittedly, Adorno is not forthcoming towards his readers. Words like 
“progress” (Fortschritt) and “restoration” (Restauration) are not neutral indeed, but evoke certain 
moral or ideological connotations. E.g. Metzger writes in his article on Adorno’s Philosophie der 
neuen Musik that economy, which is mediated by the artwork, “[e]igentlich […] die Menschen 
[sollte] versorgen”, “und dies Elementarste allein dürfte heute noch Fortschritt heissen”.7 That 
Adorno himself was conscious of his coloured use of words, proves his following statement:  
 
“Je nach den Traditionen wird nämlich die Identifikation mit jenem Oberen oder die mit jenem 
Unteren vorweg als das Richtige, als das, was ein anständiger Denker eigentlich tun soll, 
akzentuiert; und zwar ist es die deutsche Neigung, […] den Rekurs auf das Höhere als das 
eigentlich massgebende Prinzip mit einer Art moralischer Qualifikation gleichzusetzen.”8  
 
In this way, however, Adorno loses sight of the plural meaning of words, as their “sedimentierter 
Geist”9, and is indeed pulling our leg. 
                                                          
1 Many thanks to dr. Jan Christiaens, for his most inspiring lectures and constructive remarks. 
2 Theodor W. ADORNO, “Missverständnisse,” in Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1975), 205.  
3 See Walter HARTH, “Die Dialektik des musikalischen Fortschritts. Zu Theodor W. Adorno’s Philosophie der neuen 
Musik,” Melos 16:12 (1949): 333 and James L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” New German Critique 28 
(1983): 147-169.  
4 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 153 and 159 ff.  
5 Thomas BAUMEISTER, “Th. W. Adorno: een geschiedfilosofische duiding van de Nieuwe Muziek,” in De filosofie 
en de kunsten. Van Plato tot Beuys, (Best: Damon, 1999), 405; Peter BÜRGER, “Das Altern der Moderne,” in Adorno-
Konderenz 1983, ed. Ludwig Von Friedeburg and Jürgen Habermas (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1983), 187; Frank 
COX, “Musical progress? New music and perils of progressivist historism,” in The foundations of contemporary 
composition, ed. Claus-Stephen Mahnkopf (Hofheim: Wolke, 2004), 22 ff.; Ferenc FEHER, “Negative philosophy of 
music – positive results,” New German Critique 4 (1975): 101; Herman SABBE, “‘Philosophie der neuesten Musik’: 
Ein Versuch zur Exploration von Adornos Philosophie der neuen Musik,” in Zwischen Aufklärung und Kulturindustrie: 
Festschrift für Georg Knepler zum 85. Geburtstag, ed. Hanns-Werner Heister (Hamburg: Von Bockel, 1993), 67. 
6 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 167, footnote nr. 61.  
7 Heinz-Klaus METZGER, “Adorno und die Geschichte der musikalischen Avantgarde,” in Adorno und die Musik, ed. 
Otto Kolleritsch (Graz: Universal Edition, 1979), 143.   
8 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophische Terminologie II (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1974), 28.  
9 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 39. 
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Sociological climate 
 
In his tome on Stravinsky, Adorno makes a rough stilistic distinction between (A.) Stravinsky’s 
early objectivist works, such as Petrushka and Sacre, (B.) his infantilistic works such as Renard 
(1916) and l’Histoire du soldat, and (C.) his neoclassical works, since Pulcinella (1920). Yet 
regarding “dem rein musikalischen Wesen” of those works, Adorno no longer notices any 
distinction “zwischen den infantilistischen und den neoklassischen Werken”.10 This “pure musical 
essence” can, to my mind, be considered as a synonym for the musical material, which, like 
Schoenberg’s twelve-tone technique, gives also in Stravinsky’s music rise to blind integration, 
“Identifikation mit dem Kollektiv”11, or fascism. Similarly, Adorno compares Stravinsky’s 
“Übergang zum Neoklassizismus” with Schoenbergs transition from free atonality to the twelve-
tone technique, “den Schönberg genau zur gleichen Zeit vollzog: der Verwandlung höchst 
spezifisch gearteter und eingesetzter Mittel in gleichsam entqualifiziertes, neutrales, vom 
ursprünglichen Sinn seines Auftretens abgelöstes Material”.12  
 
The words “genau zur gleichen Zeit” are not put there by accident: after the First World War, the 
climate has been created in which the Second World War could arise. To Adorno’s mind, those 
sociological conditions are expressed in the musical material of the time, making both Schoenberg’s 
twelve-tone work and Stravinsky’s objectivist work flirt with fascism. However, Marsh’s assertion 
that “Adorno argues that Schoenberg and Strawinsky both end up repressing the individual with the 
universal”13 seems rather blunt. To Adorno’s mind, not the musical intention, nor the concrete 
works, but the musical material tends to a rigid determinism, in which there is no longer a place for 
the individual or the spontaneous (“Was widersteht, darf überleben nur, indem es sich 
eingliedert”14). Yet the musical material, as “pure musical essence”, is always present in 
Stravinsky’s work. In his neoclassical works, it even rises very much to the surface… 
 
 
Analysis  
 
In spite of his own research method, which is “work-immanent”, Adorno does not develop his 
reasoning on Stravinsky from a technical analysis of concrete works, but from an axiom. Adorno is 
in no doubt indeed, that Stravinsky wants to recover “die Authentizität der Musik” by suggesting its 
“verpflichtendes Wesen” by “Stilprozeduren”15, which, however, do not result “aus dem 
spezifischen Gesetz des Gebildes, seiner eigenen Logik und Stimmigkeit, sondern aus der Gebärde, 
die es dem Hörer zukehrt [i.e. sempre marcato]”16. With the statement “[d]ie Kritik solchen Zieles 
ergibt sich der Einsicht in die Stufen seiner Realisierung”17, Adorno begins his analysis. In this 
context, it is important to realize that not only the truthfulness of Stravinsky’s music, but also the 
veracity of Adorno’s own analysis consists in the fact that Stravinsky’s objective purpose is 
subjectively posited by Adorno, giving way to alternative interpretations, as Marsh18 and Huber19 
have come to suggest.  
 
 
 
                                                          
10 Ibid., 187. 
11 Ibid., 145 ff.  
12 Ibid., 187. 
13 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 151. 
14 Theodor W. ADORNO and Max HORKHEIMER, Dialektik der Aufklärung: philosophische Fragmente (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984), 153. 
15 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 127. 
16 Ibid., 183. 
17 Ibid., 129. 
18 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 153 and 160. 
19 Andreas HUBER, “Adornos Polemik gegen Strawinsky,” Melos 38:9 (1971): 360.  
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A. Objectivism 
 
1. Petrushka 
 
Unlike the music of Schoenberg, Stravinsky’s music demands its authenticity as already acquired, 
by abstaining from any psychologism and reducing the material to mere phenomena.20 To Adorno’s 
mind, such objectivism takes the form of a “metaphysischer Witz”, in which a barrel organ - as a 
symbol for the mechanic, the blare, or that which appears as “depraviert” or “sentimental verkitscht 
oder vertrottelt” - is presented as an organ à la Bach.21 If music wants to be appreciated by the 
collective, then it has to pay the price “mit dem Gewaltakt gegen das Subjekt, mit der 
Inthronisierung eines Mechanischen als Autorität”.22 With this analysis, Adorno builds on what he 
and Horkheimer have written, in their Dialektik der Aufklärung, on the mechanical reproduction of 
the beautiful in the culture industry:  
 
“Der Triumph übers Schöne wird vom Humor vollstreckt, der Schadenfreude über jede gelungene 
Versagung. Gelacht wird darüber, dass es nichts zu lachen gibt. […] ‘Fun’ ist ein Stahlbad. Die 
vergnügungsindustrie verordnet es unablässig. Lachen in ihr wird zum Instrument des Betrugs am 
Glück. Die Augenblicke des Glücks kennen es nicht […] In der falschen Gesellschaft hat Lachen 
als Krankheit das Glück befallen und zieht es in ihre nichtswürdige Totalität hinein. Das Lachen 
über etwas ist allemal das Verlachen”23. 
 
In this sense, Stravinsky’s Petrushka too “ergreift […] die Partei der Lacher,” which implies the 
self-destruction of the contemplator, identifying himself with an inarticulate crowd.24 Findings such 
as this make Marsh wonder: “Does one have to thoughtfully hear and interpret Petrouchka that 
way?”25, after which he proposes his own alternative view of Petrushka. As Adorno’s interpretation 
of Petrushka is indeed highly subjective and personal, I meet Marsh’s comment. Nonetheless, it 
would be wrong to consider Adorno’s interpretation as a polemic attack on Petrushka. To Adorno’s 
mind, the veracity of music exists in its fractures or contradictions, particularly in the fundamental 
paradox that objective music itself has been subjectively constructed. E.g. Adorno writes on 
Petrushka that the musical context is, in almost all large pieces (with the exception of the second 
scene), simplified, “im Widerspruch zum verschlungenen Seelenornament der zu trügerischem 
Leben berufenen Puppe, auch im technischen zur ausserordentlich subtilen Orchesterbehandlung”.26  
 
Next to Stravinsky, other composers have played with the idea of a conflicting relationship between 
appearances and mechanics, an idea which might be considered as a “topos”. For example, one 
could think of Ravel’s famous La valse (1920) or the passage “Allegretto, con indifferenza” in the 
final of Bartók’s fifth string quartet (1934). To my mind, the harrowing dissonances in the bitonal 
consequent are not far removed from the “blare” and the “farce”, of which Adorno writes in his 
analysis of Petrushka.27 A similar example can be found in Bartóks Intermezzo interrotto, the fourth 
part of his Concerto for orchestra (1943), in which the music, by way of parody on Shostakovich, 
suddenly evolves into a kind of carnival music with misplaced accents, strange dissonances and 
parallel fifths in the bass accompaniment. Composers as Ligeti, on the other hand, seem to 
experience a hellish pleasure in sabotaging the mechanical (reference may be made to his Poème 
symphonique pour 100 métronomes (1962) or his piano studies Désordre and Touches bloquées 
from 1985, dedicated to Pierre Boulez).  
 
                                                          
20 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 192. 
21 Ibid., 135. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Th.W. ADORNO and M. HORKHEIMER, Dialektik der Aufklärung,162-163. 
24 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 134. 
25 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 153. 
26 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 134.  
27 Ibid., 135. 
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2. Le Sacre du Printemps 
 
In Strawinsky’s Sacre, objectivism is, to Adorno’s mind, musically reflected in “Melodiepartikeln” 
between which all connecting wires are cut,28 a “harmonisch-rhythmische Ostinatokitt”29, which 
seems too easy to grasp (“von den stumpfesten Ohren”)30, a tackling of polyphony and 
counterpoint31 and a little elaborate form.32 Only a dissonant rawness, as “Ton objectiver Trauer”33, 
would still oppose the barbaric ritual - compare with the “Charakteren des objektiven Protests”34 in 
Adorno’s analysis of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone technique. Furthermore, in Adorno’s opinion, the 
Sacre is characterized by an outspoken “Geschmack” and “Spezialität”: “von den Elementen der 
Musik wird nur das der markierenden Artikulation des Sukzessiven […] und die instrumentale 
Farbe […] zugelassen”.35 With “Geschmack”, Adorno means more generally “der Fähigkeit zum 
Verzicht auf lockende Kunstmittel”.36 He further explains: 
 
“Die Tradition der deutschen Musik, wie sie Schönberg einschliesst, wird seit Beethoven im 
grossen wie im schlechten Sinn durch Absenz von Geschmack bezeichnet. Dessen Primat prallt in 
Strawinsky mit der “Sache” zusammen. Die archaische Wirkung des Sacre verdankt sich 
musikalischer Zensur, einem sich Verbieten aller nicht mit dem Stilisierungsprinzip vereinbarten 
Impulse.”37  
 
To Adorno’s mind, the use of “Geschmack” is not merely innocent: “die artistisch erzeugte 
Regression führt dann zur Regression des Komponierens selber, zur Verelendung der 
Verfahrungsweisen, zum Verderb der Technik”.38 In this sense, Adorno does not recognise more, 
but less rhythm in Stravinsky’s Sacre “als dort, wo er nicht fetischisiert wird”39, which means: the 
school of Schoenberg. In Stravinsky’s Sacre, Adorno continues, rhythm is only limited to mere 
“Verschiebungen eines Immergleichen und ganz Statischen, ein auf der Stelle Treten, in dem die 
Unregelmässigkeit der Wiederkehr das Neue ersetzt”40, a phenomenon that Adorno most clearly 
recognizes in the Sacrificial dance (the chosen one), the human sacrifice. The resulting effect, that 
music is robbed of its individuality as an invisible linear time art and degraded “zum Parasiten der 
Malerei”41, is, in Adorno’s view, even more detrimental. Not only music, but also ballet would only 
be limited to a “nach der Pfeife Tanzen”42 and an “Elektrisiertwerden”43, a phenomenon that 
Adorno also noticed, to his horror, in the American popular dance culture (particularly in the 
“jitterbug”44). 
 
Now one could laconically object that Adorno’s notion of “the impoverishment of the methods” in 
Stravinsky’s Sacre is perhaps due to the impoverishment of his own analysis techniques. In this 
context, Marsh rightly notes that one can hardly speak in terms of simplification, impoverishment or 
regression and that Stravinsky “unites the most ancient of themes with the most modern of formal 
                                                          
28 Ibid., 139 and 175. 
29 Ibid., 141. 
30 Ibid., 178. 
31 Ibid., 141.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 148. 
34 Ibid., 85. 
35 Ibid. 141-142. 
36 Ibid., 142. 
37 Ibid., 142-143. 
38 Ibid., 143. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 178. 
42 Ibid., 179. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Th.W. ADORNO, “On Popular Music,” in Essays on Music (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
press, 2002), 465 ff. See also ibid., 468: “To become transformed into an insect, man needs that energy which might 
possibly achieve his transformation into a man”.  
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innovations”.45 The way in which Stravinsky displays the rigidity of the ritual by means of the most 
advanced techniques (variable rhythms, polyrhythms, polytonality, ostinato, plastic colouration), 
bears witness indeed of a great compositional inventiveness and creativity, which is, to my mind, 
comparable to Beethoven’s attempt, in his Missa Solemnis, to establish a static genre as the mass, 
by means of thematic-motivic development. Furthermore, the variable rhythms in the Sacrificial 
dance should not necessarily be regarded as shifts of the same, but even generate a thematic-motivic 
development, as Messiaen has shown in his Traité de rythme, de couleur et d’ornitologie.46 
Ultimately, Adorno himself revised his opinion in his essay Strawinsky: Ein dialektisches Bild 
(1962).47 
 
More fundamental than Adorno’s technical analysis, however, is what he understands as 
“Spezialität” and “Geschmack”. At first sight, describing “Geschmack” as “der Fähigkeit zum 
Verzicht auf lockende Kunstmittel”48, Adorno does not seem indifferent to the way in which the 
various parameters are mutually related to one another, whereby some parameters, such as melody 
or counterpoint, are suppressed, giving more space to other parameters, such as rhythm, 
accentuation, harmony or timbre. Yet such a priori judgment is immediately frustrated by Adorno's 
assertion that “[d]ie Tradition der deutschen Musik, wie sie Schönberg einschliesst, […] seit 
Beethoven im grossen wie im schlechten Sinn durch Absenz von Geschmack [wird] bezeichnet” 
(emphasis added).49 Is Schoenberg’s Klangfarbenmelodie not a prototype of “Spezialität” or 
“Geschmack”, according to which the composer distances himself from seductive artistic means, to 
only display the essence, the stylistic gesture, the (changes of) colour?  
 
Nevertheless, Adorno continues his reasoning with the controversial claim that in Stravinsky’s 
music, there is not actually more, but less rhythm “als dort, wo er nicht fetischisiert wird”.50 To 
Adorno’s mind, music, by the fetishization of rhythm and the regression of composing, is robbed of 
its identity and degraded “zum Parasiten der Malerei”51… By this statement, Adorno reveals 
himself as an adept of the aesthetics of Schopenhauer and Wagner, according to which the 
composer engages himself with the world as “Vorstellung” by the rhythmic organization of tones, 
while the actual essence of music, “die Wille”, cannot be known through mere rhythmic 
architecture and design: 
 
“[D]urch die rhythmische Anordnung seiner Töne tritt der Musiker in eine Berührung mit der 
anschaulichen, plastischen Welt, nämlich vermöge der Ähnlichkeit der Gesetze, nach welchen die 
Bewegung sichtbarer Körper unserer Anschauung verständlich sich kund gibt… Eben hier, auf dem 
Punkte des Zusammentreffens der Plastik mit der Harmonie, zeigt sich aber das nur nach der 
Analogie des Traumes erfassbare Wesen der Musik sehr deutlich als ein vom Wesen namentlich der 
bildenden Kunst gänzlich verschiedenes; wie diese von der Gebärde, welche sie nur im Raume 
fixiert, die Bewegung der reflektierenden Anschauung zu supliieren überlassen muss, spricht die 
Musik das innerste Wesen der Gebärde mit solch’ unmittelbarer Verständlichkeit aus, dass sie, 
sobald wir ganz von der Musik erfüllt sind, sogar unser Gesicht für die intensive Wahrnehmung der 
Gebärde depotenziert, so dass wir sie endlich verstehen, ohne sie selbst zu sehen.”52  
 
                                                          
45 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 155. 
46 Olivier MESSIAEN, “Le ‘Sacre du Printemps’,” in Traité de rythme, de couleur et d’ornitologie III (Paris: Leduc, 
1996), 95-147. 
47 Th.W. ADORNO, “Strawinsky: Ein dialektisches Bild,” Forum, June/July/August 1962, re-edited in “Quasi una 
Fantasia,” in Gesammelte Schriften, XVI, ed. Rolf Tiedemann e.a., (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1978), 382-409. 
48 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 142. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 143. 
51 Ibid., 178. 
52 R. Wagner, as quoted by Arthur SEIDL, Vom Musikalisch-Erhabenen. Ein Beitrag zur Ästhetik der Tonkunst 
(Leipzig: C. F. Kahnt Nachfolger, 1907), 148-149. 
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Just like Wagner, Adorno describes the subjective “will” on the basis of a metaphor. When Wagner 
compares the very essence of music with a dream “das der Musiker im tiefsten Schlafe selbst 
erschaut hatte”53, the will, to Adorno’s mind, is expressed in the act of relaxing, which is closely 
related to the act of crying: “Der Mensch, der sich verströmen lässt im Weinen und einer Musik, die 
in nichts mehr ihm gleich ist, lässt zugleich den Strom dessen in sich zurückfluten, was nicht er 
selber ist and was hinter dem Damm der Dingwelt gestaut war. Als Weinender wie als Singender 
geht er in die entfremdete Wirklichkeit ein”.54  
 
None of this is still present in the objectivist music of Stravinsky. To Adorno’s mind, the sacrifice 
in the Sacre holds no tragedy. Several decades later, the French philosopher René Girard explores 
this theme in his book La violence et le sacré (1972), in which he refines Freud’s philosophy of 
Totem und Tabu. In Freud’s view, the function of rituals, such as the ritual worship of the totem 
animal, is that they create taboos for the preservation of public order.55 Girard now adds to this that 
the totem animal has also a function of scapegoat, on which the mutual hostilities within the society 
are projected. The sacrifice of the totem animal, then, results in a relief of all violent tensions, 
which may explain the divine worship of the animal.56 (See in this context Atiq Rahimi’s recent 
movie Patience stone, which is based on a similar theme.)  
 
Now one could think of numerous historical examples where such a “scapegoat mechanism” has led 
to horrible excesses, especially when individuals or minority groups (such as the Jews) were 
considered as a scapegoat. Therefore, Adorno and Horkheimer make a distinction, in their Dialektik 
der Aufklärung, between real mimesis and false projection, the latter consisting in the projection of 
a subjective illusion on an objective reality, which may result in “paranoischen Wahn” and 
“Antisemitismus”.57 In this respect, Adorno’s attitude towards Stravinsky’s Sacre remains 
ambivalent. On the one hand, Adorno considers it possible that “[d]urch die Schocks […] der 
Einzelne seiner Nichtigkeit gegenüber der Riesenmaschine des ganzen Systems unmittelbar inne 
[wird]”58 and as such can be awakened. Fascism, for this reason, cannot bear “die wilde Darstellung 
des Wilden” and “den Ausdruck des Barbarischen”.59 Adorno continues:  
 
“Nicht umsonst haben Hitler und Rosenberg die kulturellen Streitigkeiten innerhalb ihrer Partei 
gegen den nationalbolschewistisch-intellektuellen Flügel zugunsten des Kleinbürgertraums von 
Tempelsäulen, edler Einfalt und stiller Grösse entschieden. Das Sacre du Printemps wäre im Dritten 
Reich der ungezählten Menschenopfer nicht aufführbar gewezen, und wer immer es wagte, die 
Barbarei der Praxis unmittelbar in der Ideologie einzubekennen, fiel in Ungnade. Die deutsche 
Bararei - so mag es Nietzsche vorgeschwebt haben - hätte ohne Lüge mit dieser60 vielleicht die 
Barbarei selber ausgerottet.”61  
                                                          
53 Ibid., 149. 
54 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 122. 
55 Sigmund FREUD, Totem und Tabu. Einige Übereinstimmungen im Seelenleben der Wilden und der Neurotiker 
(Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1999), 122 ff.  
56 René GIRARD, La violence et le sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972), 270: “Dans les aspects proprement religieux du 
totémisme, Freud retrouve, plus fortement marquée que partout ailleurs, cette coïncidence des opposés, cette rencontre 
des incompatibles et ces renversement perpétuels qui définissent réellement le religieux dans son ensemble car ils se 
rapportent tous à un même jeu de la violence qui s’inverse dans son propre paroxysme, par la médiation, en vérité, de ce 
meurtre collectif dont Freud voit admirablement la nécessité mais dont le caractère opératoire lui échappe, parce qu’il 
ne découvre pas le mécanisme de la victime émissaire. Seul ce mécanisme permet de comprendre pourquoi 
l’immolation sacrificielle, d’abord criminelle, « vire » litéralement à la sainteté à mesure qu’elle s’accomplit” 
(emphasis added).  
57 Ibid., 218. 
58 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 144. 
59 Ibid., 136-137. 
60 With “Lüge”, Adorno means that, in the Sacre, the antagonism between the archaic and the modern is denied, which 
he regards as an ideological trick. Indeed, there is “eines Romantisch-Historischen an der antiromantischen Prähistorie” 
(such as Wagners “mythisch Monumentalen und gespannt Nervösen”; Mahler’s “Exotismus”, see the pentatonic in the 
third part of Das Lied von der Erde; Strauss’ “Tuttiklang des Riesenorchesters” and Debussy’s “rein farblich 
empfundenen Begleitdessins”) (Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 147-149). Comparable to the music of 
  7 
 
On the other hand, Adorno diagnoses the danger that the “Schocks” no longer shake, but are 
absorbed by the individual, as in a “stumpfsinnig-missgelaunter Ergebenheit”.62 A similar 
phenomenon has been aptly described by Hannah Arendt in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A 
Report on the Banality of Evil (1963). As a reporter during the process of the German Nazi Adolf 
Eichmann, Hannah Arendt wondered how it is possible that so many “ordinary” people, like 
Eichmann, were able to participate to the horror of the Third Reich. She comes to the conclusion 
that such a thing can only be realized when evil is trivialized. When the omnipotence of a system 
reduces citizens to insignificant cogs, which - without thinking - are to perform purely technical 
routine tasks, they can easily identify with the collective and as such dismiss their responsibility.63 
In 1947, sixteen years before Hannah Arendt, Adorno described a similar psychological 
mechanism, “das innerste Pseudos des Objektivismus,”64 which he applied to his analysis of 
Stravinsky’s Sacre. If it is possible to criticize Adorno’s “technical analyses”, one can hardly 
reproach him for a lack of philosophical insight or psychological understanding. 
. 
 
B. Infantilism 
 
Adorno ranks works like Renard and l’Histoire du soldat as a specific kind of objectivism, which 
he describes as “Infantilismus”.65 This term originated during a polemic between Adorno and the 
critic Else Kolliner, who asserted in an essay, dating from 1926, that Stravinsky’s Renard moves “in 
einem neuen Phantasieraum […], den jedes Individuum als Kind noch einmal geschlossenen Auges 
betritt”.66 In Kolliner’s opinion, Stravinsky puts this fantasy world as a stage, which generates, in a 
“blitzschnellen Verständigungen” with the audience, a “Kollektiv-Phantasie”. This collective 
fantasy, Kolliner explains, is technically created as follows:  
 
“Der dauernde Wechsel der Taktarten, das eigensinnige Wiederholen einzelner Motive ebenso wie 
das Auseinandernehmen und Neuzusammensetzen ihrer Elemente, ihr pantomimischer Charakter, 
der schlagend sich äussert in den Passagen der Septimen, die sich zu Nonen spreizen, der Nonen, 
die sich zu Septimenen zusammenziehen, im Trommelwerbel als der knappsten Form für den Koller 
des Hahnes usw. sind fast instrumental getreue Übertragungen kindlicher Spielgesten in die 
Musik.”67  
 
Adorno broadly agrees with Kolliner’s analysis (see, however, below) and he adds his own 
(subjective) interpretation. To Adorno’s mind, Stravinsky wants to revert behind memory indeed, 
avoiding thematic-motivic development and replacing it by mere repetition, which makes the music 
dissociate in time and elapse “in Reflexen”.68 Further, Stravinsky’s music no longer aims at “die 
Mimesis ans Naturschöne”, but on the contrary, glorifies the amorphous and simultaneously rigid 
and compulsive character of “blosser Natur”69. In Adorno’s opinion, Stravinsky’s music has in 
common with the music of Wagner that an absolute meaning is imputed to pre-existing material, 
which does not emanate from the internal organization of the composition. Already in the music of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                
Wagner, also the truth of Stravinsky’s Sacre lies in the fractures, in those places, where the surface is cracked and the 
artificial, in this case the dissension between the archaic and the modern, reveals itself.  
61 Ibid., 137. 
62 Ibid., 148. 
63 Hannah ARENDT, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Viking Press, 1964). 
64 “Das ist das innerste Pseudos des Objektivismus: die Vernichtung des Subjekts durch den Schock wird in der 
ästhetischen Komplexion als Sieg des Subjekts und zugleich als dessen Überwindung durch das an sich Seiende 
verklärt” (Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 145).  
65 Ibid., 148 ff. 
66 Else KOLLINER, “Bemerkungen zu Strawinsky’s ‘Renard’. Anlässlich der Aufführung in der Berliner Staatsoper,” 
Musikblätter des Anbruch 8:5 (1926): 214 ff. (as quoted in Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 150).  
67 Ibid. 
68 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 151. 
69 Ibid., 152. 
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Wagner, Adorno detects the germ of objectivism, for “die Steigerung führt eigentlich nicht weiter, 
dasselbe geschieht noch einmal”.70 Unlike Wagner, however, Stravinsky no longer wants to conceal 
“der ‘musikdramatischen’ Leere”71 - as in some “Phantasmagoria” - but, on the contrary, underlines 
the artificial character of his artworks, by loosening the musical blocks and their functions and 
putting them back together in various capacities. Note the analogy with Nietzsche’s metaphor of the 
child from his book Also sprach Zarathustra (1885): like a child, who builds and transforms his 
own sand castles again and again, the “Übermensch” creates his own morality: 
 
“Unschuld ist das Kind und Vergessen, ein Neubeginnen, ein Spiel, ein aus sich rollendes Rad, eine 
erste Bewegung, ein heiliges Ja-Sagen. Ja, zum Spiele des Schaffens, meine Brüder, bedarf es eines 
heiligen Ja-Sagens: seinen Willen will nun der Geist, seine Welt gewinnt sich der Weltverlorene.”72  
 
Undoubtedly, this passage floated to Adorno’s mind, certainly if one realises that Adorno 
precipitously described Stravinsky as “der Jasager der Musik”73. Yet it would be wrong to ascribe 
an “affirmative Ideologie” to Stravinsky’s infantilism and therein lies Else Kolliner’s mistake, 
Adorno argues, for she interprets the “moderne Archaik” in Stravinsky’s music literally:  
 
“[A]ls bedürfe es nur des künstlerisch erlösenden Wortes, um die ersehnte Vorwelt, die selbst schon 
der Schrecken war, unmittelbar und glückvoll wiederherzustellen; als könnte das Eingedenken des 
Musikers Geschichte durchstreichen. Eben damit aber wird dem Strawinskyschen Infantilismus eine 
affirmative Ideologie zugeschrieben, deren Abwesenheit den Wahrheitsgehalt jener Phase seines 
oeuvre bezeichnet.” (emphasis added)74 
 
The truthfulness of Stravinsky’s infantilistic music, on the contrary, consists in the finding that the 
pre-individual is, in fact, a construction, in which the composer creates an “imaginär-
völkerkundliches Modell des Präindividuierten, das er exakt herauspräparieren möchte”.75 In this 
sense, the score of l’Histoire du soldat gives the impression of a “mit äusserster Meisterschaft 
formulierten Verstörten”.76 Behind the tangled infantilism, Adorno notices indeed something 
cunning and much more dangerous than an innocent children’s play: by the pretense of an opaque 
inviolability, the construction arises as a delusion (“Wahnsystem”),77 which Adorno (obviously) 
compares to the situation in Nazi Germany. In this respect, he describes “der Held” of l’Histoire du 
Soldat as “ein Prototyp jener Generation nach dem ersten Weltkrieg, aus der der Faschismus seine 
einsatzbereiten Horden rekrutierte”78. Adorno also refers to Hitlers statement “man könne nur für 
eine Idee sterben, die man nicht versteht”.79  
 
Infantilism, to Adorno’s mind, is indeed part of a movement “die als mimetische Abwehr des 
Kriegswahnsinns allenthalben schizophrenische Modelle entwarf”.80 As Adorno considers it a 
calling to look for the truth in music, he attempts to make the “Wahnsystem” transparent and 
comprehensible in his analysis. To this end, Stravinsky’s music is analyzed from a 
psychopathological framework. As a result, Adorno does not only detect a musical expression of 
“schizophrenic models”, but also of the following psychopathologies:  
 
                                                          
70 Ibid., 173. 
71 Ibid., 174. 
72 Friedrich NIETZSCHE, “Also sprach Zarathustra,” in Werke in drei Bänden, II,  ed. Karl Schlechta (München: 
Hanser, 1973), 294.   
73 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 156. 
74 Ibid., 152. 
75 Ibid., 153. 
76 Ibid., 160. 
77 Ibid., 155. 
78 Ibid., 176, footnote nr. 31. 
79 Ibid., 189. 
80 Ibid., 155. 
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- depersonalization, by the dissociation of the functions in music81 
- hebephrenia, by the objectivism: “Die leeren Augen seiner Musik haben zuweilen mehr Ausdruck 
als der Ausdruck”82 
- catatonia, by the “Wiederholungszwang”83 
 
Now it seems tempting to wonder, as Marsh did, whether and in what way one can listen to and 
interpret the story and the music of l’Histoire du Soldat in a different way than Adorno has done,84 
which is, in fact, quite possible.85 Adorno only presents his own subjective interpretation, for which 
he never claims a general validity. Furthermore, Marsh seems to misinterpret Adorno’s analysis as 
an attack on Stravinsky. In this context, he writes that Stravinsky’s Dialogues and a Diary proves 
that the composer actually cared about the fate of the individual.86 To this, one could answer two 
things, first (i) that Adorno never claimed the contrary and even states that Stravinsky composed his 
l’Histoire du Soldat  “als mimetische Abwehr des Kriegswahnsinns”87 and (ii) that, to Adorno’s 
mind, the truthfulness of the artwork does not result from the intention of the composer, but from 
the concrete work of art. Admittedly, Adorno makes clever use of an ideological trick, when he 
pretends that his interpretations directly result from the technical analyses of concrete compositions. 
In this way, also the fractures in Adorno’s analyses indicate in a negative way the possibility of 
something different… 
 
 
C. Neoclassicism 
 
Stravinsky’s work since 1920, from Pulcinella, is ranked by Adorno as a third kind of objectivism, 
that is neoclassicism. Yet, to Adorno’s mind, the “pure musical essence” of Stravinsky’s 
neoclassicism does not vary from his other objectivist work: “wesentlich aber ändert sich nicht die 
Musik, sondern ein Literarisches; der Anspruch, fast liesse sich sagen: die Ideologie. Mit einem Mal 
will sie à la lettre genommen werden.”88 When Adorno describes Stravinsky’s infantilism as “der 
Stil des Kaputten”89 and when he praises some of Stravinsky’s early neoclassical works, such as the 
Concertino for string quartet and the Octet for wind instruments, as “besonders gelungen”, “weil 
sie die aggressive Gebrochenheit des Infantilismus bewahren, ohne dabei handgreiflich ein Modell 
zu verunstalten,”90  neoclassicism, to Adorno’s mind, is to blame, for it tends to glue “die ehemals 
brüchige Oberfläche”91 back together. 
 
As the masses are familiar with the reified material, Stravinsky’s neoclassical music suddenly 
becomes understandable.92 This comprehensibility, however, is described by Adorno as a 
“Phantasma”93: “der Gehalt des allzu Vertrauten [ist] so weit dem entrückt, was heute über die 
Menschen verhängt wird, dass ihre eigene Erfahrung kaum mehr mit der kommuniziert, für welche 
                                                          
81 Ibid., 160-161. 
82 Ibid., 163. 
83 Ibid., 163-166. 
84 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 159 ff. 
85 Adorno himself gives a different interpretation to l’Histoire du Soldat  in his article Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der 
Musik. In this article, he regards  l’Histoire du Soldat as “logic” and “consistent”, whereas in his Philosophie der neuen 
Musik, he asserts that the score of l’Histoire du soldat gives the impression of a “mit äusserster Meisterschaft 
formulierten Verstörten” (Compare Th.W. ADORNO, “Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik,” in Gesammelte 
Schriften, XVIII, ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Klaus Schultz (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984), 746 and Th.W. 
ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 162).  
86 J.L. MARSH, “Adorno’s critique of Stravinsky,” 161-162. 
87 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 155. 
88 Ibid., 188. 
89 Ibid., 165. 
90 Ibid., 187. 
91 Ibid., 186. 
92 Ibid., 189. 
93 Ibid. 
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die traditionelle Musik zeugt”.94 In other words, the objective material has forgotten its former 
subjectivity.  
 
As the musical material appears to be familiar, Stravinsky likes to deconstruct it in his neoclassical 
compositions, by pulling the various musical parameters out of context: metric-rhythmic accents are 
displaced, melody and accompaniment do not always coincide harmoniously; dissonant chords or 
“‘falsche’ Noten”95 emerge, as well as less usual playing techniques (col legno), instrumentation, 
timbres and registers (see the duet for trombone and bass in Pulcinella); … - or as Adorno puts it: 
“Es ist traditionelle Musik, gegen den Strich gekämmt”.96 Thus the phantasmagoric 
comprehensibility of the objective material is made incomprehensible again, by means of “kleine 
Willkürakte, die den Hörer blinzelnd über die Illegitimität des Autoritätsanspruchs informieren, 
ohne doch von diesem das mindeste nachzulassen”.97  
 
In Adorno’s opinion, this authority claim is illegitimate, for a simple return to the past is not 
possible. The masses, however, seem to prefer the vaguely familiar, the phantasmagoric to real life, 
which makes Stravinsky’s neoclassicism show some affinity with the popular genre.98 Indeed, 
comparing Adorno’s analysis of Stravinsky’s neoclassicism with his article On Popular Music, 
some striking similarities may be noticed. Already in the description of the various “Hörtypen” - 
that is “der rhythmisch-räumliche” and “der expressiv-dynamische” listening type99 - Adorno 
makes an intentional analogy with “the “rhythmically obedient” type and the “emotional” type”100 
in his article On Popular Music. Also Adorno’s finding that the repetition of the identical leads to 
boredom and “stumpfsinnig-missgelaunter Ergebenheit,”101 is a phenomenon he has earlier 
described in his article On Popular Music, under the heading “plugging”.102 Furthermore, Adorno 
writes on neoclassicism: “[d]as Schema herrscht, aber die Kontinuität des Verlaufs, die es 
verspricht, wird nicht eingelöst”.103 The “obvious” is indeed interrupted by “ein Überraschendes, 
ein imprévu […] das den Zuhörer amüsiert, indem es ihn um das betrügt, worauf er spannt”.104 
Similarly, popular music is described as a structure in which “[t]he whole is pre-given and pre-
accepted, even before the actual experience of the music starts; therefore, it is not likely to 
influence, to any great extent, the reaction to the details, except to give them varying degrees of 
emphasis”.105 As a result and stunned by the repetition of the identical, the masses no longer need  
to think, while special effects still ensure their entertainment:  
 
                                                          
94 Ibid., 18. 
95 Ibid., 191. 
96 Ibid., 189. 
97 Ibid., 188. 
98 “War Geschmack von je dem Unernst gesellt, so dünkt auf dieser Stufe, im Gefolge einer langen Tradition, der Ernst 
selber geschmacklos. Und gerade in der Verweigerung des Ernstes, in der Negation einer Verantwortlichkeit von Kunst, 
welche Resistenz gegen die Übermacht des Daseins einschliesst, soll das Authentische bestehen: Musik als Gleichnis 
einer Verfassung, die den Ernst belächelt, während sie dem Grauen sich verschreibt. In der Authentizität der Clawnerie 
freilich wird solche realistische Gesinnung überboten und ad absurdum geführt vom Hochmut der ‘tune smiths’, die 
sich als den Ausdruck der Zeit betrachten, wenn sie ihre Formeln auf eigens in Fis-Dur präparierten Flüglen sich 
zusammenhämmern, und für die Strawinsky schon wieder ein ‘long haired musician’ ist, während sie den Namen 
Schönberg so wenig kennen, dass sie ihn für einen Schlagerkomponisten halten.” (ibid., 194, footnote nr. 37, emphasis 
added) 
99 Ibid., 180. 
100 Th.W. ADORNO, “On Popular Music,” in Essays on Music (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
press, 2002), 460. 
101 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 148. 
102 Th.W. ADORNO, “On Popular Music,” 451-452. See also ibid., 459: “They [the masses] seek novelty, but the strain 
and boredom associated with actual work leads to avoidance of effort […]. As a substitute, they crave a stimulant. 
Popular music comes to offer it. Its stimulations are met with the inability to vest effort in the ever-identical. This 
means boredom again. It is a circle which makes escape impossible. The impossibility of escape causes the widespread 
attitude of inattention toward popular music”.  
103 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 189. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Th.W. ADORNO, “On Popular Music,” 439. 
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“It [cheap commercial entertainment] induces relaxation because it is patterned and pre-digested. Its 
being patterned and pre-digested serves within the psychological household of the masses to spare 
them the effort of that participation (even in listening or observation) without which there can be no 
receptivity to art. On the other hand, the stimuli they provide permit an escape from the boredom of 
mechanized labor.”106  
 
In the same way listeners of popular music enjoy constructing alternative versions “making the 
melody wince or moan”, “like […] children who pull a dog’s tail”107, Stravinsky, in Adorno’s view, 
experiences a hellish pleasure in mocking traditional music, as if he were the Objective Spirit in 
person108. This makes “die Gefahr des Gefahrlosen”109 most acute, namely “die Parodie dessen, was 
ohnehin so verachtet ist, dass es der Parodie nicht bedarf, und an dessen überlegener Imitation 
gerade der Kulturbürger seine hämische Freude hat”110:  
 
“In den gewiss ungemein reizenden, später virtuos instrumentierten vierhändigen Klavierstücken 
wird der Schock vom Lachen absorbiert. Von der schizoiden Verfremdung des ‘Soldaten’ ist nichts 
zu spüren, und die Stücke sind Konzertlieblinge der ungebrochenen Kabarettwirkung geworden.”111 
 
In this quote, Adorno’s judgment on Stravinsky’s Five easy pieces for piano four hands is indeed 
very subjective and one could argue that Stravinsky - like Mahler, but in a different way - rather 
composed those pieces with traditional material, than that he deconstructed them, but Adorno’s 
argument is clear. Taboos are not broken, but mocked, allowing them to be better maintained, 
similar to the way events like Carnival, “100 days” or student baptisms can provoke a “catharsis for 
the masses”.112 Like Adorno113, the French philosopher Georges Bataille described how 
prohibitions or taboos may effect an act of transgression, for they soak a certain desire, or a 
fascination with what is forbidden: “L’interdit et la transgression répondent à ces deux mouvements 
contradictoires: l’interdit rejette, mais la fascination introduit la transgression”114 (cf. the Biblical 
myth on the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden, Genesis 3). Bataille now adds to this that an act 
of transgression should not be seen as a negation of the ban, but as its (necessary) complement: “La 
transgression n’est pas la négation de l’interdit, mais elle le dépasse et le complète”.115 He 
continues:  
 
“La transgression excède sans le détruire un monde profane, dont elle est le complément. […] Le 
monde profane est celui des interdits. Le monde sacré s’ouvre à des transgressions limitées. C’est le 
monde de la fête, des souvenirs et des dieux.116 […] La fête ne signifie pas nécessairement […] la 
                                                          
106 Ibid., 458. 
107 Ibid., 456. 
108 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 195. See also ibid., 194, footnote nr. 37: “Die objektivistische 
Hervorhebung des Spiels als Spiel bedeutet ausser einem ästhetischen Programm auch, dass das Ganze nicht zu seriös 
genommen werden soll - eben das sei schwerfällig, deutsch-prätentiös, gewissermassen kunstfremd durch 
Kontamination der Kunst mit dem Wirklichen.”. 
109 Ibid., 165, footnote nr. 25. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Compare with Adorno’s analysis of popular (emotional) music: “It is catharsis for the masses, but catharsis which 
keeps them all the more firmly in line” (Th.W. ADORNO, “On Popular Music,” 462). 
113 “Vielleicht ist die Emanzipation der Dissonanz überhaupt nicht erst, wie die offizielle Musikgeschichte lehrt, das 
Ergebnis der spätromantisch-nach-Wagnerischen Entwicklung, sondern der Wunsch danach hat als Nachtseite die 
gesamte bürgerliche Musik seit Gesualdo und Bach begleitet […]; die Dissonanz war von Anbeginn Bedeutungsträger 
alles dessen, was dem Tabu der Ordnung verfiel. Sie steht ein für die zensurierte Triebregung. Sie enthält sowohl, als 
Spannung, ein libidinöses Moment, wie die Klage über Versagung” (Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 
146, footnote nr. 14).  
114 Georges BATAILLE, “L’Érotisme,” in Œuvres complètes de G. Bataille (Paris: Gallimard, 1972), 71.  
115 Ibid., 66. 
116 Ibid., 70. 
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levée massive des interdits, mais en temps de fête, ce qui est d’habitude interdit peut toujours être 
permis, parfois exigé (underscore added).”117  
 
In order to canalize this natural urge to transgression, rulers often allow the masses to occasionally 
cross the boundary, so that afterwards, the same boundary is better confirmed (which makes 
participation to student baptisms in fact very conformist). Similarly Stravinsky, to Adorno’s mind, 
maintains the prevailing prohibitions or taboos, when he does not break, but only exceeds and 
mocks them, making them prevail even more. At a time like this, “die ehemals brüchige 
Oberfläche”118 glues back together… 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Adorno analyses Stravinsky’s music from his conviction that Stravinsky wants to recover “die 
Authentizität der Musik”, by suggesting its “verpflichtendes Wesen” by means of 
“Stilprozeduren”.119 Those procedures, however, do not result “aus dem spezifischen Gesetz des 
Gebildes, seiner eigenen Logik und Stimmigkeit, sondern aus der Gebärde, die es dem Hörer 
zukehrt [sempre marcato]”120. In this regard, it has been noted that not only the truthfulness of 
Stravinsky’s music, but also the veracity of Adorno’s own analysis consists in the fact that 
Stravinsky’s objective purpose is subjectively posited by Adorno, giving way to alternative 
interpretations, as Marsh and Huber have come to suggest. Nonetheless, the music of Stravinsky 
inspires Adorno to interesting philosophical, psychological and sociological reflections, which 
build, to a great extent, on his and Horkheimers ideas in their Dialektik der Aufklärung and point 
forward to the philosophical thoughts of, among others, Jean-François Lyotard, Hannah Arendt, 
René Girard and Georges Bataille. When it’s possible to criticize Adorno’s “technical analyses,” 
one can hardly blame him for lack of philosophical insight or psychological understanding.  
 
Livine Van Eecke  
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117 Ibid., 71. See also R.GIRARD, La violence et le sacré, 269-270 : “le rite se présente toujours sous la forme […] 
d’une transgression d’autant plus désirable en fin de compte qu’elle est plus sacrilège”. 
118 Th.W. ADORNO, Philosophie der neuen Musik, 186. 
119 Ibid., 127. 
120 Ibid., 183.  
